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Thrown in the Deep End: Newcomers and public sector reform 
 
 
   Triggered by the continuing global financial crisis, most public administration systems 
internationally are reviewing their ability to meet public expectations in more challenging 
strategic environments, while satisfying the pressure from their political masters to drive 
down the costs of public administration. Consequently public sector organizations are 
under constant pressure to reform to meet not only the global economic challenges, but 
the need for more responsive government (Brown et al 2003). 
 
   Doyle et al (2000) propose that organizational change is seldom well managed, but that 
the public sector faces greater difficulty in implementing corporate change than the 
private sector because of its unique environment, e.g. the need to deliver bureaucratically 
impartial outcomes. The scale of the changes required, and the constraints imposed by the 
context within which these changes need to occur, have intensified the need for capable 
public sector leadership and management. The types of capability required now extend 
beyond those typically required in public organizations through the efficiency drive of 
new public management. Acquiring these capabilities remains a key issue for public 
organizations. 
 
   One challenge for public management, then, is leadership and management quality, 
including the need to recruit externally to refresh, re-energize and change the sector and 
its individual organizations as well as develop advanced skills among existing senior 
executives.  
 
   A balance of internal and external strategies for recruiting senior change managers is 
increasingly recommended. Hartley et al (2002: 391) describe some of the paradoxes and 
dualities: ‘…encouragement from central government to innovate – but also a firm 
emphasis on not failing; on the need for local responsiveness and variation to reflect local 
needs’.  
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   The Australian government’s discussion paper Reform of Australian Government 
Administration (October 2009) states: ‘While internal recruitment to leadership roles is 
an effective way of utilizing and rewarding corporate knowledge and experience, and 
may reflect effective succession planning, insufficient external recruitment risks creating 
closed and insular organizational cultures’. However, the recruitment of senior change 
leaders from outside or within the public sector raises several theoretical and practical 
issues that have been given little attention in the academic or practitioner literature. 
 
   The purpose of this ongoing research is to contribute to the conceptual and empirical 
understanding of the organizational socialization and transitional experiences of senior 
executives recruited to undertake roles as change agents, whether within their existing 
organizations or by movement into other organizations in the public sector.  There is a 
gap in current research about this experience at the senior change leader levels. 
 
   Our search of the literature showed that early research tended to focus mainly on the 
newcomer at lower to middle level transitions where institutional socialization tactics are 
formulated and driven by the human resources function and applied uniformly to all 
newcomers (Jones 1986). By contrast, our research will explore the relevance of this 
approach to senior change leaders as well as their capability to manage the impact of 
socialization processes. However, some of the results of the early research are partially 
consistent with our own findings. Thus, for example, Jones (1986) hypothesizes that ‘a 
newcomer’s level of self efficacy will moderate the effects of institutionalized tactics on 
role orientation’. One key factor for the change leader is their ability to withstand 
organizational tactics aimed at fitting them into the prevailing culture. 
 
   Our early findings (Thompson & Flynn, 2009) suggested that the personal costs for 
senior executive managers making the transition can be high: they tend to be ‘thrown in 
the deep end’. Moreover, the evidence reported in that paper suggested that a key 
constraint on the transitioning managers’ ability to effect change is the perceived and 
actual relationships at organizational and inter-personal levels.  The reported stress and 
costs associated with transition tended to be related to the quality of the relationships they 
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experienced in the transition to the change leadership role in the public sector.  In the 
experience of the small sample of managers in that study, relationships tended to be 
hierarchical, competitive and characterized by low levels of trust. For those coming from 
outside the public sector, there is also some evidence that their expectations of the nature 
of relationships with superiors, peers and subordinates would be ones of collaboration, 
trust and respect for what the change leader brought to the organization. For those 
transitioning between public sector leadership roles, there appears to be a learned 
wariness about the nature of trust relationships.  The uncertainty of not knowing who to 
trust, and in most cases, being undermined by others within the new organization, 
adversely affected their opportunity to introduce the changes needed to improve the 
organization’s performance and capability, while at the same time adversely affecting 
their own well being. 
 
   Thus, socialization processes tend towards reinforcing the status quo and ongoing 
working relationships are not necessarily supportive of organizational change. Under 
these circumstances the potential value of recruiting ‘leadership for change’ may not be 
realized, and serve instead to reinforce those beliefs that suggest that bringing managers 
from outside the organization, or even from outside the public sector, does not work. 
 
   To be effective transitioning managers need to develop adaptive strategies for 
managing the issues associated with this transition. We have extended the earlier findings 
by focusing on the strategies employed by chief executives, senior managers or their 
organizations to facilitate the transition of these managers into public sector 
organizations. We further explored the capabilities of those we interviewed to identify 
what capabilities may contribute to successful change. Within this diverse group, we 
intend to explore whether patterns of socialization and goal orientation are different for 
leaders in professional-based functional roles (for example, specialized professional 
based roles in finance, law, engineering and healthcare) and for those leaders in more 
general roles in strategic management, policy development and program management. 
We also explore the personal and professional capabilities which contribute to successful 
transition and organizational change leadership. 
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Our research intends to explore the answers to two questions: 
1. How do senior change leaders manage the complexities of transition to a public sector 
organization, whether they come from outside of the public sector of from within it, 
in order to lead effective change? 
2. Do the patterns of socialization and goal orientation differ between those undertaking 
strategic management/policy roles and those in professional-based roles? 
 
METHODOLOGY 
 
Participants 
   We have expanded our original parameters to include a wider range of senior executive 
change agents with a direction or mandate to effect significant organizational change – 
those at the Chief Executive, Deputy Chief Executive or Divisional director levels who 
have shifted from private to public, academic to public, public to public between 
jurisdictions, or within single public sector organizations (see Table 1).  
    
   We have increased the number of research participants and revised the questions to 
refine our focus. Through extended interviews with senior executives recruited as change 
agents and the stories of their experience, we explore the transition experience and the 
socialization tactics used with those at the highest levels of organizational leadership and 
the impact of those tactics on their success in the change role, their working relationships 
with those around them and the impacts at the individual level.   
    
   In particular, we discover the strategies they have developed to respond to the 
transition. We also researched some government reports on reviews of major sectoral 
change. All participants interviewed in this study are from Australia and represent the 
three levels of public administration: Federal, State/Territory and Local Government. The 
structured interviews explored the interviewee’s reasons for taking up the change role, 
how they were identified for the role, what mandate/direction they were given, the nature 
of peer and direct report response to them in the change roles, and their personal attitude 
to the role and their experience of the role. 
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TABLE 1: Interviewee levels, transitions and length of time in role 
 
Level         Transition Length of time in role 
CE1  Academic to public  
Public to public 
Public to NGO 
Role 1     4 years 
Role 2     2 years 
Role 3     2 years  
CE2 Academic to public 
Public to public 
Public to public  
Role 1      5 years 
Role 2      3 years 
Role 3      2 
 
CE3 
Public to public (new 
jurisdiction) 
Public to public 
Role 1     3 years 
 
Role 2      2 years (ongoing) 
   
CE4  Public to public  
Public to public 
Public to public 
Public to public 
Role 1      1.5 years 
Role 2      1.5 years 
Role 3      2 years 
Role 4      5 years  
CE5 Public to public 
Public to public 
 
Role 1      6 years 
Role 2      1 year ( ongoing) 
CE6 Public to public Role 1       4 years 
Role 2       2 years 
CE7  Public to public Role 1        2 years 
Role 2        .5 year 
SM1 NGO to public Role 1       4 years 
 
SM2 Public to public Role 1       5 years 
Role 2       2.5 years 
HR1  Private to public Role 1       12years 
Role 2       10 years 
HR2 Private to public Role 1       15 years 
Role 2         8 yeas  
HR3 Public to public 
Public to public 
Public to public 
Role 1        4 years 
Role 2        1.5 years 
Role 3        .5 (exit) 
HR4 Academic to public Role 1        1 year (ongoing) 
CE = Chief Executive (6 m, 1 f*) 
SM = Senior Executive (2 f) 
HR= Human Resources or Organization Development Executive (4 f) 
*m = male, f= female 
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Analytical Strategy 
 
We have analyzed the data in two phases.  First we report the context, experience and 
adaptive strategies of a sub-set of the leaders who participated in the study.  In the second 
phase we look for patterns in the data across the cases. 
 
CE1 Case Study (2008) 
CE1 made the transition from a senior position in academia to a senior public 
management position. He had a background in public policy and was ‘headhunted’ into 
the public sector to contribute public policy expertise at a time when the public sector 
was seeking to introduce innovation and change. CE1 expected to make a positive 
contribution to culture change in the public sector at senior levels of the service. CE1 
reported limited induction and orientation into the public sector: Essentially it involved 
here is your office, here is your desk.  The assumption seemed to be that senior managers 
would not need induction and orientation. Moreover, there would have been constraints 
on asking for it; likely to reflect on one’s competence. 
In his academic role, CE1 had participated in high level university decision making 
committees and research teams. In these forums there was a high value placed on 
collaboration. It did not always matter what rank a person had; everyone was expected to 
participate. In this environment, CE1 developed strong facilitation skills; he was able to 
work with people with diverse interests and find ways of creating shared direction. 
However, he found that these skills were not those expected in departmental management 
(CE1 did put them to good use later in his career, however, when he participated in State-
Federal government negotiations). The key rules governing departmental management 
included don’t trust and don’t share information with people lower in the organization  
(you could never be sure whether they were feeding information to the opposition).  
CE1 found the first twelve months extremely difficult as he learned to manage the 
contradiction between his preferred management approach and that demanded by the 
sector. CE1 had to learn the rules of the game the hard way. CE1’s survival strategy was 
to learn the expectations of senior political and managerial leaders, often through trial and 
error, roll with some very heavy punches and analyse his way through the difficult small-
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p political relationships and behaviour that characterised his area of the public service. 
CE1 left the sector after more than a decade, though does not regret his career in the 
public service. 
 
CE2 Case Study (2008) 
The task given to CE2 by his Minister was to fix the strategy problem by buying the 
problem. This entailed a technical, rational direction, when his real task was to shift 
culture, an adaptive, non-rational exercise. He was to work with industry to show them 
how to succeed in the context. His background was that of an academic and lobbyist in 
his field.  His experience of the transition was almost visceral. For CE2 the transition to a 
senior management role was particularly difficult: 
I felt at sea –seasick with a rolling, meandering, disorienting feeling.  When I got 
to my first job in (place deleted), a corner office, it was “here is your desk, here is 
your job, get on with it”.  I was left alone for two days before anyone came near 
me.  There was a complete absence of assistance with enculturation and 
induction.  In the [organisational name], the director-general played a role – he 
was my mentor – by that I mean someone who stages your development for you by 
their belief in you and looking out for you. (Thompson & Flynn, 2009). 
CE2’s transition from the academic and political space to the public sector had not 
prepared him for the role that ministers of the government of the day enact in the 
organizations that serve their portfolios. CE2 states: Ministers have a lot more influence 
down into the public service organizations.  There is little separation between their role 
and that of the Chief Executives, which is confusing and difficult to work with. 
(Thompson & Flynn 2009). CE2 indicated that he worked with the shadow systems 
(Shaw, 1997) as well as the visible systems of the organization.  His experience was that 
anyone who leads from this place is unusual and seen as a threat. 
 
CE4 A Case Study (2009) 
CE4 described himself as having a reputation for delivering results, having been the 
Chief Executive of four different public sector organizations over ten years. He held 
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senior leadership roles under two different political parties and three State Premiers, one 
of whom gave him a clear mandate to effect change in whatever way he chose.  
CE4 came from a non-engineering background to lead a commercially based public 
sector engineering organization. He came to the role and was very lonely for the first six 
weeks. He was viewed with distrust as he challenged the technical core and broadened the 
vision through his change strategy (Waterhouse et al 2002). He did not seek to be 
embedded in the existing culture. Nevertheless, when the political leadership asked him 
to lead change in another organization after less than two years, his leaving was viewed 
as a loss by a large percentage of the organization. Positive results were being 
experienced from his change leadership. For him, it was simply about moving on. His 
successor, an engineer from within the organization, attempted to continue with the same 
change strategy but, being of the culture, experienced re-socialization towards the old 
culture. 
CE4 approached organizations in the same way as CE3, with a focus on authentic 
relationships. His reflection led him to develop the Three Frames approach to corporate 
and cultural change. Brown et al (2003) describe the Three Frames as the promotion of a 
cultural shift away from hierarchical and control oriented management and 
communication towards the adoption of a horizontal, networked structure and open and 
two-way communication.  
 
CE5 A Case Study (2009) 
CE5 states your past gives you credibility. In moving from one organization to the same 
type of organization in another jurisdiction, he described the experience of being given no 
clear brief on taking up the role but following up with the question Did I need it? He 
described having done everything needed to meet the benchmarks for the previous six 
years in his role and described his experience as ‘lucky’ as he left every organization on 
top and without scandal – his integrity remains intact and his national reputation as a 
leader in the field remains intact. He believes the new organization was excited about me 
coming. His known reputation for successful change experience supported his transition. 
He was recruited to the role following a major problem and for him, the best thing is to 
follow a disaster when everyone in the organization feels the wind of change and needs a 
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leader to follow.  He found different political persuasions driving opposing approaches to 
change.  His focus is on building confidence in the system by discovering what is best for 
the organization and where it lies. His subordinates had been involved for significant 
time in the renovation of systems, some of which were successful and he knew when to 
leave it alone, but there are central driving processes that are broken and don’t drive the 
system. He notes the importance of political mandates that can protect the activities of 
change managers: he is clear about how much risk I am prepared to take myself without 
political coverage. 
 
CE6 A Case Study (2008) 
In 2003 an Australian state government introduced a Shared Services initiative, defined 
as an organizational model in which administrative or ‘back office’ support functions 
from across various departments or agencies are consolidated into a single stand alone 
unit. (Queensland Government Report 2007).  This would require the transformation of 
processes, organizational structure, technology and culture.  
CE6 (2008) found himself directed by Ministers to implement a specific model for the 
new shared services agency but with no mandate for innovative approaches to change 
management. As the leader he was expected to show strategic change management skills 
and the ability to adapt to changing circumstances, however, as a professional economist 
responding to an organizational change designed by the Treasury department he was 
limited in his ability to create real change which lasted. More importantly, as a public 
servant, he was expected to implement the policy decision of the government of the day. 
This highlights a limitation in how far a senior change leader in the public sector may go. 
He stated that (our) credibility is shot to pieces, as the expected financial savings to 
government had not been made and that therefore the initiative was being viewed as 
failure. His coping strategy was to disassociate emotionally from the failure and to 
continue to deliver within the established parameters.  
This example fits the definition of a professional functional or technical change, based on 
consolidation, standardization and automation, with technology being the single most 
important element.  The functions consolidated were: Finances; Procurement; Human 
Resources, including payroll; Document and record management; Property and facilities 
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management. The leadership requirements were that leadership proactively manages 
change and promotes open communication at all levels.  
 
ANALYSIS 
 
Analysis of the complete data set from the structured interview process has identified six 
themes related to successful senior change leadership: 
Theme 1 Mandate to undertake change, broad scope of discretion and support from 
superiors (e.g. Ministers) 
Theme 2 Previous change leadership experience  
Theme 3 An understanding of the socialization tactics of organizations, and the role 
of culture in assisting or creating obstacles to change 
Theme 4  Identity with a profession  
Theme 5 Transition to the change role and adaptation strategies 
Theme 6 Self-efficacy  
Theme 7 Independence 
 
1. Mandate for change, and support from superiors (e.g. Ministers) 
Among those we interviewed, individuals with a clear mandate to create change and to do 
so using their own discretion were most likely to make change occur.  The Case Studies 
describe situations where this had, or had not, occurred as with CE1 who had a different 
experience to others.  His experience highlights the importance of scope of discretion and 
the importance of networks: 
 If I had had better networks on day one I would not have made that mistake.  So I got 
mixed messages. The two faced nature of organisational change – the top down way and 
bringing people along – there is an inherent tension.  I didn’t have the authority to be a 
good change manager. (Thompson & Flynn 2009). 
 
SM3: I have much less discretion in the public sector – to get anything decided you have 
to run the decision by several people.  (Thompson & Flynn, 2009) 
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HR3 describes the unquestioned high expectation that I was capable of doing something 
by Minister and Chief Executive, with the brief to do what you did in you previous role in 
another organization. She describes the experience of being appointed to the change 
leadership role with the organization initially and then undergoing a subsequent merger. 
In the original organization her change work was successful and valued. She was retained 
in the change role with the responsibility to lead the merger.  However, her senior/peer 
support network was sacked, and a new Chief Executive was appointed. In her 
perception, the new leadership team had little understanding of the cultural change 
underway and did not value it in the merged organization. The organization went from 
being led with vision to being administered with a focus on reporting. It is change 
management by project management methodology…the new Chief Executive is an 
administrator, not a leader. 
 
For HR2 the experience was different as she perceived there was certainly not much 
evidence of their discretion to manage – I certainly didn’t (have any). (Thompson & 
Flynn 2009). 
 
 
2. Previous change experience 
A history of having led successful (perceived or real) organizational change was a 
repeated theme underlying why someone had been asked to step into a change role (see 
Table 1). The more often an interviewee had led successful change, the more likely it 
appears they were given greater discretion to act. Our research also showed that 
experienced Chief Executives, i.e. those who had performed in a similar role more than 
once, had developed frameworks (schema) for how they approached the new role and a 
strong sense of themselves as confident individuals in the change leadership role.  CE5 
described his approach: 
I knew what I wanted from the change early on…I knew the limits to which I would allow 
staff to go…I would accept initiatives driven by staff that were compatible with my vision 
and direction…I know how much risk I am prepared to take myself without political 
coverage. I decide what is best for the organization and where it lies. 
 13
CE4 developed a model for inculcating the organization on the purpose, meaning and 
vision of the change I was leading… I used story to conceptualize the practice of the 
(three) frames and engaged in authentic conversations (with politicians, peers and staff). 
CE2 was picked because of personal competencies and background in the field.  
 
The data reinforces Kotter’s analysis in Leading Change ( 1996)  where he describes key 
elements of the change process as the establishment of a clear vision, winning the trust 
(heart and minds) of superiors, peers and subordinates, and anchoring into the culture.  
It is also important to acknowledge the extensive research work on leadership and 
authority, including the concept of the charismatic leader which first appears in the work 
of Max Weber (1924). There is risk attached to strong ego and self confidence to succeed 
in a change role.  Kets de Vries (2004) warns not to avoid the subject of narcissim, for it 
lies at the heart of leadership. 
 
3. Organizational socialization and the role of culture 
 
The conventional theory of organizational socialization, as discussed in Van Maanen and 
Schein (1979), describes the need for continuity: the newcomer is encouraged to see the 
organizational world as do their more experienced colleagues ‘if the traditions of the 
organizational are to survive’. This need for continuity in the context of pressure for 
change highlights the dilemma for newcomers at senior leadership levels of organizations 
as they experience the transition to their new role.  
   When asked about formal induction to the new organization, the interviewees’ 
responses reflected similar experiences. They were offered the formal induction 
processes provided by the Human Resources department.  Often a computer based 
program introduced new comers to the organization’s legislative, policy and process 
frameworks (as different from systems); this provided an impersonal and generic 
introduction to the organizations and did not answer their more complex questions about 
how the organization behaves.  
  
Kets de Vries (2004) argues that organizations as systems have their own life – a life that 
is not only conscious but also unconscious, not only rational but also irrational. 
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The change leader needs to discern the systems and behaviors underpinning 
organizational socialization in the organization they are about to change, to pay attention 
to the presenting internal and social dynamics, to the intricate playing field between 
leaders and follower (Kets de Vries, 2004). Working with these systems and behaviours, 
making them visible and discussable, contributes to successful change. Shaw (1997), in 
her work on shadow systems in organizations, cites Stacey’s (1996) argument that ‘self 
organizing processes are to be found primarily in an organization’s shadow system which 
is described as the complex web of interactions in which social, covert political and 
psycho dynamic systems co-exist in tension with the legitimate system’.  
 
   CE1 experienced the negative strength of the covert politics and was placed in the 
position of forced acceptance of responsibility for the inappropriate behavior of one his 
senior executives who had offended powerful groups within the sector. Kets de Vries 
(2004) argues that ‘recognizing the role that psycho dynamic processes play in 
organizational life also leads to greater insight concerning the question of leadership’. 
Pedersen and Hartley (2008) state that ‘the public manager must be able to decode, 
challenge and develop varied sets of values, goals and knowledge systems’. For the 
purpose of this research we define these psychodynamic processes as those which are 
invisible (felt rather than seen), not tangible (not captured in written from or 
organizational documents), and difficult to measure (usually captured in qualitative 
form). 
   Our research has shown that senior change leaders most often face an adaptive 
challenge, sometimes hidden behind a façade of a technical challenge. It is at the next 
level of senior executive leadership or at the specialist level that a change leader faces the 
technical challenge, which still carries the psychodynamics of culture change. Being able 
to see beyond the technical challenge to the cultural shifts required to make the change is 
an essential capability of change leaders.  
 
4. Identity with a profession 
An emerging theme revolves around the professional elite, those specialized professional 
functional roles such as finance or engineering most often found in Treasury, public 
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infrastructure, health and human service agencies. HR1 describes an unexpected response 
to her professional capabilities: My current organization is a professional bureaucracy – 
there is a dominant professional elite and if you are not a member of this professional 
elite they don’t take you too seriously.  Indeed my professional capabilities tend to be de-
valued – if you are not in the dominant professional group you are not important.  Thus 
also for HR2, the dominant professional group ran the show. (Thompson & Flynn 2009)  
 
Quinn and Snyder’s (1998) differentiation between technical and adaptive challenges is 
applicable in this context. 
A technical challenge is one in which the necessary expertise and a credible technique 
somewhere exist; authority needs only find and mandate it.  …The adaptive challenge has 
no existing solution, and meeting it includes the difficult problem of changing human 
behavior.  
This raises a new question of whether a senior change leader anchored in a professional 
elite is able to lead broader organizational change. It appears there is a requirement to 
move beyond their professional identity (‘I am a doctor’ or ‘I am an engineer’) to an 
identity as the leader of the organization, not just of the profession. CE5 had led change 
in the same type of organization with the same culture (para-military) in a different 
jurisdiction.  It appears that, through his previous reputation, he gained tacit support from 
the new organization to lead the change.  
 
SM 3 describes the experience of leading change in a professional organization and the 
belief by senior and middle managers within the prevailing professional culture that they 
could lead the change without her assistance because they were engineers and they 
understood all aspects of organizational change by osmosis…there was no need to 
develop an understanding of it.  This misplaced confidence led to greater problems.  
 
5. Transition to the change role 
In our previous paper we identified that the transition experience to the new role can be 
problematic (Thompson & Flynn 2009). We continue to find that the experience of the 
transition period is fundamental to the chance of success in the change role. Our research 
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shows that the transition to a senior change role needs to be considered in conjunction 
with the effects of organizational socialization and the capabilities of the individual 
concerned to withstand entrapment by the existing culture.  Van Maanen & Schein (1979) 
define organizational culture as: 
Any organizational culture consists broadly of long-standing rules of thumb, a 
somewhat special language, an ideology that helps edit a member's everyday 
experience, shared standards of relevance as to the critical aspects of the work 
that is being accomplished, matter-of-fact prejudices, models of social etiquette 
and demeanour, certain customs and rituals suggestive of how members are to 
relate to colleagues, subordinates, superiors, and outsiders, and a sort of residual 
category of rather plain 'horse sense' regarding what is appropriate and 'smart' 
behaviour within the organization and what is not (210). 
 
HR3 found that her peers in the new organization treated her with suspicion and felt 
threatened.  The attitude was one of wait her out and she’ll be gone soon.  She knows her 
networks were accessed to check her out and her university qualifications were 
questioned, although they aligned with those of the organization. As with HR1 in our 
previous paper, she found the experience so overwhelming that she chose to leave. 
 
   The paradox with this aspect of transition lies in the need for the change leader to work 
with the existing culture and its social dynamics to achieve significant and lasting change. 
We have developed a two dimensional model for thinking about dealing with transition 
into a senior change leadership role (see Table 2, discussed below).  The model begins to 
describe the change leadership role and the relationships between the organizational and 
the individual perspective of role and the related adaptive strategies identified through 
our research. 
 
 
6. Self Efficacy  
An emerging element in our research is the importance of the concept of self-efficacy, 
which Jones (1986) argues ‘may moderate the effects of socialization tactics on role 
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orientation’. Heifetz and Linsky in Leadership on the Line (2002) describe the varied 
aspects of the self as leader which are encapsulated in this term: self-knowledge, self- 
definition, self-protection and self- reflection. A robust sense of self, based on previous 
success in similar roles and a developed understanding of themselves as leaders and their 
impact on others, appears to influence the individual’s expectation of being successful in 
a new role. It is essential for the individual to withstand the pressure to respond in an 
unemotional way to events and to critiques of their organization’s performance and 
personal position. The Australian Public Service Commission  (2006), in describing the 
necessary capabilities of a senior executive leader, demands that the individual should 
display resilience, one element of which is to monitor own emotional reactions and 
respond to pressure in a controlled manner…displays a positive outlook in difficult 
situations. 
  
The reaction and behaviour from peers and subordinates to a new change-leader is varied. 
The executive change-leaders interviewed had developed strategies for dealing with those 
subordinates in the new organizations who worked against them. For CE4, a key question 
was: Who to trust?   He chose to remove treacherous people by giving the individuals 
three months to decide if they would align with his vision and direction, and expectations 
of behaviour. If not, he removed them from the organization. He disclosed his intolerance 
of senior public servants ratting on other public servants – a reference to the recent trend 
in some public sector agencies to report any perceived misdemeanor to a statutory 
investigative authority. CE5 states that experience allows (you) to smell out the rat early 
on and remove them from a sensitive role. The key value at stake here is trust, rather than 
skills-based capability or mutual liking. In fact CE5 describes appointing a senior 
executive with whom he had previously had some difficulties, because she was the best 
person for the role. He also advocates a realistic or even ‘cynical’ attitude to the business 
of change – to not be overly optimistic. 
 
It is important to note that, from 1997 to 2009, one of the state jurisdictions in which this  
research has been conducted was offering an intensive residential leadership development 
program for senior executive officers that explored the rational and non-rational elements 
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of leadership, with emphasis on organization and leadership theory and models, and 
cultural change and self-efficacy.  Four of the senior change leaders interviewed for this 
research had attended the program. CE7, new to the role of chief executive leading 
change, has an executive coach. Her experience of leading change, and her subordinates’ 
reactions, led her to believe she was doing something wrong.  She commented that her 
reflections on this issue with her coach had made her feel normal. 
 
The Chief Executives interviewed all had post-graduate qualifications.  Their preferred 
form of development is self-directed development (reading, research and workshops) 
through which they explored and developed elements of themselves and their leadership 
that they had identified they wanted to work on. This seems to indicate the sense of their 
leadership as an emergent capability. CE4 is working on the concept of presencing as a 
leader. When asked to explain the phrase he describes being contemplative in action, a 
reference to a strict regime of self reflection. CE5 describes his leadership frame as 
clinical, disciplined and calm.  
 
All the senior change agents describe having learned to reflect on their behaviors and 
how it has impacted on their careers and on others.  They also describe the influence of 
others to whom they gave permission to give them robust feedback on behavior and 
performance.  These people were in the trusted adviser role as described by Maister et al 
(2000): The trusted adviser helps you see things in a new way.  Notice that this is 
different from telling you what to do. CE5 described his capacity for self-reflection – with 
a detached attitude about himself and an admission that he learned this from working 
with ‘powerful women’, which is unusual as he works in a historically male-dominated 
and hierarchical system.  
 
7. Independence 
All the Chief Executives interviewed were substantially independent of the culture of the 
organization they were to seeking to change. Entrapment, that is to say being captured by 
the culture, was a risk they were aware of and consciously avoided.  The social dynamic 
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attraction of culture can capture some change agents. Once captured and aligned with the 
existing culture, it is difficult to effect change.  
 
The change leaders interviewed all had a history of not being in the change leadership 
role longer than five years, which aligns with our finding that boredom and staleness can 
influence them to search for a new challenge. HR4, moving from an academic teaching 
role to a public management role, did so because she was feeling tired of the same work.  
She found the transition stimulating and the environment dynamic. Her peers were 
welcoming and respectful of her expertise.  CE5 states no-one should be there longer 
than six years. 
 
We have developed a two dimensional model for thinking about dealing with transition 
into a senior change leadership role (Table 2).  The model begins to describe the change 
leadership role and the relationships between the organizational and the individual 
perspective of role and the related adaptive strategies identified through our research. 
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TABLE 2:  Strategies for Adaptation – the Relationship between Role  and Adaptive 
Strategies  
 
 
    Role     Adaptive strategy 
 
Organization    Clear brief for change   Ready for a challenge 
Perspective   Scope of discretion   Recognises visible & 
         shadow systems 
         Withstands 
         socialization tactics 
    Performance driven   Fixes problems  
Reputation for change leadership Self confidence 
Previous Experience   Solution focused  
Knows the context Seek & create support 
(coaching) 
    Vision and direction   Innovative  
    System change   Professional expertise 
    Manages risk     Open to inquiry 
Explores the system Moves beyond 
professional identity 
    
Individual   Understands organizational  Open to learning 
Perspective theory     Confidence in own 
      intuition  
Uses or develops models  Develops self efficacy 
Builds networks and alliances Builds trust 
    Cultivates sponsorship and support  
Manages resistance Ability to work with 
ambiguity 
Recognizes capability of self  Self development  
Recognizes capability of others Independent of others  
Develops capability in others  Knows self 
Is success driven  Resilient  
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DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 
 
Our research focuses on a better understanding of the transition of senior managers across 
sectors based on structured interviews and reported through case studies. Our previous 
research had found that such transitions were characterized by high levels of emotional 
pressure. Most often it was not the role that proved problematic but the identification, 
analysis and change of the culture and social dynamics of the organization.  We were 
concerned with identifying the adaptive strategies used by senior managers to deal with 
these aspects of organization and how they developed these capabilities.  
 
We have found that there is a relationship between the organizational perspective of the 
change leadership role, the individual’s perspective of the same role, and the related 
adaptive strategies that successful change leaders have developed to manage the 
transition. 
 
We found that role assignment from superiors was often limited and that the parameters 
of discretion varied according to the role and expectation of superiors.  
 
Previous successful change leadership experience builds confidence in both the 
individual and their superiors. We found little reference to the efficacy of formal 
induction to the organization and the role by HRM units.   
 
While public management generally focuses on rationality with little concern for the 
political, social and emotional dynamics that influence senior management interactions, 
we have found that the ongoing development of self-efficacy plays a central role in the 
transition, and in withstanding entrapment by the organization’s socialization 
mechanisms. Successful change leaders engage with all of these dynamics of the 
organization and have developed their own adaptive strategies to surface and work with 
them. 
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Profession-based identity, as a basis for change leadership, has been shown to be limiting, 
because superiors either direct the functional role and limit discretion or the change 
leader can be entrapped in the professional culture thus limiting their broader success.  
There is also a tendency for some individuals to believe that their professional 
qualifications are sufficient to equip them for change leadership. There is a need to move 
beyond the professional functional aspects of role to a broader understanding of 
organization.   
 
Independence, the capability to remain separate from the culture, and to have confidence 
in their capacity to lead, is a key factor.  Trust, i.e. who the change leader chooses to trust 
or otherwise, is another important dimension. 
 
Limitations of our research 
We acknowledge that our sample size is small and that this will impact on the validity 
and wider implications of our findings. However, at this point we see this as a part of a 
much larger study addressing the transition capabilities of Chief Executives and senior 
executives recruited to undertake a change leadership role.  
 
Future Research 
Our future research will further explore the development of adaptive strategies to manage 
the transition. We are continuing with our structured interview approach and the 
development of case studies describing the interview outcomes. We intend to expand our 
research on professional identity and its relationship to successful change leadership. 
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